Below the coat-of-arms, in the centre, there is a vignette with an outline map of the Grand Harbour and of the Port of Marsamxett with their fortifications. The Port of Marsamxett was the quarantine harbour for all shipping reaching the island from infected areas and had a Lazzaretto on Manoel Island, which is also shown in the map. Small black squares along the shores mark the presence of small towers where guards were stationed to watch over the coastal areas and prevent illicit entry of vessels and clandestine disembarkation of passengers and crews in the island's many inlets.
The rest of the decorative design is made up of a floral and leafy border entwined by a ribbon tied in a loose knot at the bottom. Below this knot is an embossed armorial paper seal affixed to the sheet with a red wax. It bears the coat-of-arms of the castellano, the Knight Antonio Barone de Neveu, who had issued the bill of health. It shows, in its upper third, the white cross of the Order Texts and Documents This specific allusion to plague stems from the fact that this disease was endemic in the Mediterranean and at times assumed epidemic proportions. Indeed the Maltese code of laws of 1640 laid down detailed rules for the sanitary port authorities to prevent the introduction of "contagious diseases" especially by ships coming from the Levant and the coast of Barbary.5 Identical provisions were contained in the revised code promulgated in 1681. These precautions had been dictated by the bitter experience of two major epidemics of plague that visited the island in 1592 and 1675.7 Fears of another outbreak of pestilence were entertained in April 1743 when plague broke out in Messina, with which port Malta was in constant sea communication but the island escaped infection. 8 Among the supposed causes of plague, the "wrath of God" was assigned an important role; hence the attribution, in the bill of health, to freedom from pestilence to "the grace of Almighty God and the Saints protectors John the Baptist and Paul". This concept still prevailed many years after the Order of St. John had been driven away from Malta and the British Crown had taken over the island; so much so that the British Governor, Sir Thomas Maitland, ordered the dedication of a day of "prayer and thanksgiving to Almighty God" on the cessation of the plague epidemic of 1813-14.'
In the eighteenth century the Order of St. John in Malta issued three types of documents to persons departing from the island-a passport, a safe conduct certificate10 and the bill of health. The period of validity of the first two documents varied from one to three years but that of the bill of health was very short as it covered only the period from the day the passenger left Malta to the time of arrival at the destination specified in the bill. It was of no further use once it was inspected by the sanitary authorities of the receiving port and once the traveller was allowed unfettered movement on disembarkation.
The official authorized to issue the bill of health was the holder of the highest post in the legal hierarchy in Malta, viz., the Castellano or President of the Grand Court whose overall function was to ensure that "justice was rightly administered for everyone". He was a knight of the Order of St. John and was appointed to, or confirmed in, office annually by the Grand Master. At the time this bill of health was drawn up-1782-the Castellano was Antonio Barone de Neveu of the Langue of Germany"1 whose armorial bearings can still be seen emblazoned in a frieze on one of the walls of the old building of the Castellania which is now the seat of the Ministry of Health in Valletta.
In the Maltese legal codes of 1640 and 1681, there is reference to the "bulletin of the Court of the Castellania" and to "the usual bulletin" but there is no indication as to its contents; but the code of laws of 1724, besides alluding to it as "the patent Texts and Documents or bulletin of departure", specifies it also as "the bill of health".12 Incoming passengers and crews who failed to produce a bill of health from their port ofprovenance incurred the death penalty if they happened to arrive from ports infected with plague or suspected of harbouring this disease.
There were two kinds of bills-the 'clean" [ The bill here described and illustrated was issued in 1782 and consists in an artistic copper engraving with Latin and Italian wording to the effect that Malta was free from epidemic and pestilential diseases. It is decorated with the coat-of-arms of Grand Master Emanuel de Rohan Polduc, and with the effigies of the "saints protectors John the Baptist and Paul".
The main interest of this bill lies in its rarity as it is the only one that has been encountered during many years of research in Maltese medical history. Although it belongs to the last years of the Order's domination of Malta, there is documentary evidence that the practice of issuing certificates about the state of the public health of the island for the use of travellers goes back to at least 1576.
